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SCHOLAR 
LITERARY 
ESSAYIST & 
C.S. LEWIS: Owen Barfield, Jack Lewis's fellow intellectual sojourner and 
swordsman, once suggested that there were "three C.S. Lewises" 
- the fantasist, the apologist, and the literary scholar - and that 
the readership of one Lewis might know little or nothing of the 
other two. Let it be said, however, that such artificial dis- 
tinctions begin to break down once one crosses these genre boundaries. Then it will 
be seen that all of Lewis's works are of a piece; that the Lewis who created Narnia, 
Malacandra, and Glome, and who defended the credibility of the New Testament 
miracles, articulated the essence of "Mere Christianity," and helped us see the 
world from a demon's point of view in Screwtape, is indeed also a "third Lewis," 
an estimable essayist and social critic, a scholarly writer of learned but accessible 
treatises on Medieval and Renaissance literature, and a prescient literary theorist. 
The effect of reading Lewis's prose is the same regardless of its subject matter: 
the sensation of entering into a new order of encounter or level of insight, and yet 
an experience achieved without apparent contrivance or arduous effort by either 
writer or reader. Lewis's non-fiction always evinces a certain winsomeness which 
draws the reader to his side for a salutary intellectual journey. He is an amiable host 
who by turns instructs, delights, and challenges, and always intrigues. His consum- 
mate rhetorical skill, intellectual boldness, perspicacious grasp of time and culture, 
prodigious memory, and bracing wit are all present in equal doses in every schol- 
arly or popular essay he published. 
Such are the attributes that may be observed in even a casual examination of 
Lewis's scholarly output, from his first publication on Milton's Comus (1932) to 
his last full-blooded treatment of the literary enterprise in An Experiment in Criti- 
cism (1961). In all of these works are revealed a mind consistently fixed on the 
enjoyments and adventures of reading itself, and a writer voluntarily sublimating 
his own tastes, expectations, and desires to the affective choreography of the text 
before him. It is not too much to say that one can classify the great majority of 
Lewis's critical works in one of two ways: informed, enthusiastic reports of his own 
astute and powerful readings of texts great and not-so-great, well-known and 
obscure, accessible and elusive; or polemical works designed to defend, rescue, or 
rehabilitate authors, themes, texts, or whole eras that have been misconstrued or 
unfairly marginalized through intentional scholarly embargo or simple ignorance. 
Lewis's critical canon is replete with both kinds of influential studies. His 
magnum opus, The Allegory of Love (1936), radically altered critical perceptions 
of Spenser's Faerie Queene and reinvigorated discussion and debate about the role 
and meaning of both courtly love and the genre of allegory in the medieval tradi- 
tion. His Preface to Paradise Lost (1942) nearly single-handedly rehabilitated 
Milton's reputation in an era in which his epic poem was either undervalued or 
valued for the wrong reasons. His massive English Literature in the Sixteenth 
Century, Excluding Drama (19 54) offered lucid summaries of and challenging 
observations about scores of texts, authors, and movements with incisiveness and 
grace. His last scholarly work, published posthumously, incorporated all the 
strengths of his public lectures at Oxford and Cambridge that so enthralled his 
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undergraduates: The Discarded Image (1964) is a stunning exposrnon and evo- 
cation of the medieval and Renaissance worldview. Lewis was equally adept at 
terse, well-targeted rebuttals of critical judgments that he felt arrogantly deprived 
readers of joy and instruction, praising Jane Austen for her ethical "hardness," 
rescuing Hamlet from damnation as a "failed play," or defending Shelley as a 
"great, flawed poet" - as such collections as Rehabilitations ( 19 3 9 ), Studies in 
Medieval and Renaissance Literature (1966), and Selected Literary Essays (1969) 
well exemplify. 
Readers of Lewis's popular essays, published originally as "op-ed " pieces in 
newspapers, magazines, and church bulletins and collected in such volumes as God 
in the Dock (1970) and Present Concerns (1986), will discover in them a sprightly 
Chestertonian wit as well as a stirring defense of his most famous themes. Most 
prominent among the latter is what Lewis thought most indispensable about the 
Western tradition: its creation of a public ground for the training of the young, the 
preservation of truth, and the managing of responsible cultural change in a society 
of equals. In The Abolition of Man (1943) Lewis had predicted the coming impo- 
tence of the West to speak meaningfully of universal truths. He thus foresaw that 
the chief casualty of the destruction of objective truth was the death of the "public 
realm," in which men and women of good will though with different beliefs might 
indeed investigate, probe, and debate the foundations of what was once called the 
good life or "civilization." This public world, a world available, present, negotiable 
by human beings, is assumed in the literature Lewis loved best, and apparent in the 
subjects on which he wrote so eloquently. Thus, one of the greatest legacies of 
Lewis's prose is this simple credo: To know the truth I need not be part of an elite 
or intelligentsia, I need only be human. The foundation· of all free thought and 
inquiry is the unique personhood and humanity of man, each man or woman: I am 
human, therefore I may know the truth. 
In Lewis's non-fiction one finds a contagious delight in residing in the landscapes 
of authors, times, and cultures not one's own and a willingness to take on the 
conventional wisdom of the current age, a dismissal as "chronological snobbery" 
of that which blocks readers from seeing the past clearly and justly. Here, as in his 
apologetics and his fiction, Lewis exudes a generous and earnest spirit that enlists 
his readers in a partnership of joyful discovery, the chief benefit being the compan- 
ionship of Lewis himself. 
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